1 It is an arresting image chosen partly, no doubt, due to aesthetics. But presumably it was also used because it makes a broader point about class-consciousness, with the dancing girl both aware and defiant of her gendered and classed place in the world. Other histories of class are also illustrated by children: on the cover of David Cannadine's Class in Britain an Eton schoolboy looks away from the workingclass children who observe him; the central figure on the cover of Joanna Bourke's study of working-class cultures is a small boy; and John Welshman's work on the underclass in Britain is illustrated with the portrait of two poor children.
Jon Lawrence has recently argued that 'we need to pay more attention to the gulf between official and vernacular understandings of social class in twentieth-century Britain.' 12 We also need to think more critically about the perceptions of different age groups and interrogate the relationship between generationally-specific understandings of the meanings of class and patterns of historical change. In this article we ask what children's narratives of the future reveal about their contemporaneous sense of social status and how they understood the implications of this for their life chances. We use 269 essays written in 1937 by Middlesbrough schoolboys aged 12-16 on the topic 'When I leave school', which were collected by the social research organisation Mass
Observation. 13 The essays provide a counterpoint to social scientific surveys of 'ordinary people'
and allow us to work with the boys' own understandings of the world they inhabited.
Indeed, a consideration of children's writing offers an alternative lens on a period which, at least in relation to the industrial areas of Britain, is often characterised by poverty and unemployment.
A sense of this is largely absent from the children's essays: instead, narratives of possibility and the refusal of material limitations characterise their writing, from their wildest fantasies to their most concrete plans. In their essays, the boys expressed the expectation that they would be happy and -supported by school and parents -that hard work would pay off. This is not to say that they were oblivious to the world around them; indeed an emphasis on security and planning suggested 10 McKibbin devotes significant space to a discussion of education and schooling in his later work, but this is in relation to its effect (or, as he argues, lack of effect) on social mobility. -5-A. Mass Observation researchers employed an eclectic mix of methods -from embedded ethnography, through 'overheards' and 'indirects' to the solicitation of diaries and questionnaires -in order to interrogate everyday life in all its richness. On the history of Mass Observation, see James Hinton, The Mass Observers. A History, 1937 -1949 (Oxford, 2013 . Although the vast majority of its material was generated by adults, many hundreds of essays written by schoolchildren on a variety of topics were sent to the organisation by teacher-contacts from 1937 until the early 1950s. Most of these -over 1,000 -were written by schoolchildren living in the Bolton area. an implicit awareness of context. Nonetheless the essay writers voiced a marked determination that their lives would be better than those of their parents. These children -a generation who would vote for the first time in 1945 -were not succumbing to material context but, in their fantasies at least, were determined to transcend it and mapped out strategies to do so.
***
The boys all attended Middlesbrough High School in the late 1930s. 14 Middlesbrough's population was largely working-class and the census of 1931 recorded that those aged between five and nineteen constituted a higher than average proportion of the population. 15 The town had already been the subject of social investigation earlier in the century: in 1907 Florence Bell described it as 'a place in which every sense is violently assailed all day long by some manifestation of the making of iron.' 16 If analysis of the essays requires an awareness of socio-economic context, it also requires a sensitivity to the nature of the source material. Children's school essays are a distinctive form of writing and their interpretation is not straightforward. It is unclear whether or not the children knew their essays were being read beyond the classroom, and we have discussed the methodological complexities of using children's schoolwork elsewhere. 27 Moreover, these boys were writing at a particular stage in the life cycle, at an age when the lines between childhood and adulthood were being negotiated and traversed. Many were aware of their increasing maturity and sociologists to call for a study of 'the equally powerful (and not unrelated) force exerted by the less grand, less total aspirations of everyday lives, the future images that inform social practices from the mundane to the heroic.' 34 Sometimes this has been through the use of historical material. Jane
Elliott, for example, has mapped 'how children "did gender"' using essays written by eleven-yearolds in 1969 for the National Child Development Study. 35 Earlier sociological studies also focused on gender. Joyce Joseph's study of 1,300 teenagers in 1956 asked them to imagine that they were near the end of their lives and to write their autobiography. She offered limited conclusions, noting that the number of girls who wrote about paid employment after marriage 'may signify that a trend towards an increase in the number of women who work outside the home may be maintained in the next generation.' 36 However, her research also demonstrates the way in which future-writing could illuminate wider historical concerns. Ninety per cent of the girls in her study envisaged marriage in their imagined retrospectives but over a third of these authors then prematurely killed off their husbands via war, disease or accident, surely revealing something about the attitude of these girls towards conventional domesticity. 37 The role that gender played in shaping young people's sense of their own future is, of course, relevant to our own analysis. But we are also interested in the ways in which the material circumstances of these children's lives affected the way in which they imagined (or fantasized about) their futures. James Hinton and Mike Savage have both utilised Mass Observation Directive material to explore adults' conceptualisations of class in the mid-century but children's own sense of social identity has been more tricky to access. 38 Childhood is often discussed within autobiographical accounts but it is difficult to judge the extent to which a retrospectivelycomposed assessment of class awareness in childhood was present in the contemporary attitudes of the authors as children. The memoirs of scholarship boys -and to a lesser extent scholarship girls -have provided particularly rich access to shifting encounters with class across the life course but, again, childhood conflicts and negotiations are re-constructed with the benefit of hindsight.
39
We do not want to challenge the value of retrospective accounts, on which historians including ourselves have often relied. Rather, we would like to suggest that using contemporaneouslygenerated views of the future -rather than retrospectively-generated views of the past -offer a somewhat different perspective. They allow insight into classed subjectivities in the process of formation, and facilitate access to the way in which these subjectivities shaped generational understandings of the self in the material world. pilots, roaring over peaceful country villages, a contrast of old and new, climbing higher and higher and diving steeply, making it perform gymnastics at a touch of the rudder bar.
54
And yet the boys did not only look for adventure in the usual places. Interwar cultures of fame and fortune extended to ostensibly more mundane occupations, which were also perceived to offer the opportunity 'to do big things in the world'. 55 'I would try and obtain a high position in life such as a manager, or a great business man and own numerous factories and shops' stated one. 56 Office work was a particularly popular option, in part because it was deemed to offer opportunities for a However, career aspirations were not just developed at school but were also fostered at home.
Peter Mandler has recently argued that twentieth-century Britons increasingly conceptualised secondary education as a 'universal benefit' rather than a privilege to be accessed on 'merit'. 71 The driver of this was a popular growth in 'educational aspiration' during the 1930s, to which local authorities in towns like Middlesbrough responded through the provision of free places. In doing so, Mandler argues, 'they were recognising growing public appetite for free secondary education, as opportunities for better-paid and more secure employment in the clerical and retail sectors expanded, and mothers especially sought education for their children as an alternative to entry into the manual labour market facilitated by fathers' workplace connections.' 72 Selina Todd has demonstrated 'the importance of kinship and friendship networks, and particularly mothers, in shaping employment opportunities and wider social aspirations' amongst workingclass girls of this period, while Carol Dyhouse has shown the impact of parents on the educational and career aspirations of both working-and middle-class children, with mothers a particularly strong influence upon working-class boys' aspirations. 73 Such findings suggest that family was just as strong, if not a stronger, driver of aspiration than was school and this held true for many of the Middlesbrough pupils. Certainly there is little evidence in their writing of the tensions between these spheres described by the scholarship boy Richard Hoggart: 'such a boy is between two worlds: the worlds of school and home; and they meet at few points.' 74 In fact, at least some of the and saw education as key to social mobility. One boy noted that his father's 'greatest desire is that…I will not work in the same place as him which is in the wire works. He says "A high school boy ought not work in the wire works as it is too dirty."'
75
Reading the boys' essays draws attention to the relationship between school and home, and the importance of both in framing subjectivities and future opportunities. Certainly it seems that several boys sought (or were given) the advice of their parents, and the opinions and preferences of both mothers and fathers occasionally feature in the essays. Some boys actively sought their parents' approval: 'I must also interview my parents and find out what they say, then try to, if possible, please them'. 76 This particular child was keen on chemistry but noted that 'If my mother and father do not approve…I would turn my hand to the work of an engineer. This is also a very interesting job.' Another felt that his parents had some degree of veto. He thought he would like to start 'in a big firm…as an office boy or something similar and work right up to be in the head office…or would like to be a chemist in the ICI.' He knew, however, that his parents had different preferences:
My mother wants me to start a shop of my own and if I can make it pay start another and employ people to work in it and if I can, have a string of shops such as Allick's the fruit shop. She does not say what sort of shop she wants it to be but I expect it will be a confectioners. My father however would like me to get a job on a ship and see if I can get a master's ticket or at least be a mate either first or second…If my parents refused me permission for the first two of the four and I had to choose between the ones they had picked I would pick the sailor's job.
77
In only one of the 269 answers is there any suggestion that parental disapproval had been ignored, in the case of a boy who hoped to go to university to become a doctor: 'Mother says I will be twenty before I leave school for good but that will not matter. She first wanted me to be a teacher, but I do not fancy that as I think it is a job which takes too much preparing.' 78 Much more common are references of gratitude to parents. Despite the high number of free places available at the High School, a significant minority of boys still had to pay fees, and some, at least, were acutely aware of the sacrifice their parents had made. 
III
Thus far our analysis of the Middlesbrough essays suggests that the boys had an expansive and well-developed sense of occupational possibility; that whilst some wanted a life of excitement many more emphasised the pursuit of happiness; and that their confidence stemmed from the secondary school experience but that family was also an important driver of the aspirations that these boys narrated. And yet the essays do not suggest that the boys were untouched by material circumstance.
In fact, the way in which the boys framed their fantasy lives suggests that they were alert to the historical, social and economic context in which they were located. As noted above, statistics suggest that almost half of Middlesbrough's secondary school population came from workingclass backgrounds. Alongside the confident assertion of career aspiration we also see anxieties about economic and international instability, a deep commitment to career planning and a valorisation of domesticity. In all these respects the boys might be seen as striving for, and fearing the absence of, security. Despite a mood of prevailing optimism amongst the majority of Middlesbrough boys, then, there was also an awareness of the economic -and to a lesser extent the international -insecurity of the period. 'We see these rough, idle and good for nothing men, hanging round the street corner with their hands in their pockets and we don't wish to be them when we leave school' wrote one child.
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Another acknowledged that 'I may be forced to stand in a queue every week for an allowance at the Labour Exchange, but I hope that that will not be the case.' 87 A particularly dystopian future, in which 'the "situation vacant" columns have been studied', continued:
letters have been written, but of no avail, the advertisement disappears and no reply is sent, so rather disappointed I wait for another vacancy to appear. So it goes on, each week, saying 'Oh, I'll be working soon, and I'll be able to become useful,' but it seems that the day of changing from a schoolboy to an earning youth will never come… 88 A fear that the future may not be theirs to make also underpinned some of the more prescient accounts: 'But the unforeseen always happens. There might be a great slump, a strike, a war which might ruin all my hopes'; 'if I fell out of work, if we were on strike or if war were declared and I was conscripted I don't know what I would do after that because I might be killed in the war.' The particular problems of the 1930s' job market were perhaps one reason why such marked value was given to a secondary education within the essays. One boy suggested that he would have to 'hope for the best', but added, 'These days, though, the best isn't very good, so I will have to get I obtain will most likely be in an office, a dingy old office; and I will try to be manager. All my life will be spent in the struggle to obtain money, to buy food, and if I fail I will starve.
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The influence of economic instability is perhaps reflected above all in the boys' search for life-long security. Ultimately, it was job security -around which progression through the life course could be planned -that seems to have been the most compelling factor for the boys' choice of career.
Dozens of these young teenagers referenced pensions in particular as a key consideration in making their decisions. A basic state pension had been introduced alongside other New Liberal reforms before the First World War, but the interwar period had seen the spread and improvement of both public and private sector pension schemes, particularly for white-collar workers. 95 The generous pension provisions of the civil service was one reason for its popularity amongst the boys: 'The Civil Service has a pension at the end, and, although that is a long time to come, it is best to look to the future,' was one of several similar comments. 96 Another boy simply closed his essay: 'When I am an old man I hope to be able to retire and live in comfort for the rest of my life.'
97
Some historians have suggested that the introduction of pensions in the early twentieth century began a process of marginalising older people. 98 Pat Thane has disputed this, arguing that a basic pension at least allowed old people to leave degrading, low-status work; she acknowledges, however, that many continued to live in poverty. 99 Within the boys' essays, old age was represented When I leave school I will immediately look for a job of work. I will then look for a nice girl with blonde curly hair, her age about 16 (the same as my own age). Her and I will then start courting and we will continue with it for about five years. I will of course wait a few years before I make my choice at all the pretty girls in this wide world…I said I would pick a blonde but I will not pick a girl who will spend a lot of money because it is a waste of money buying an engagement ring for her. Because I am a Methodist I will try and find a blonde girl who was also a Methodist. I will be married at West End or Park Wesley.
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The boys assumed the operation of clearly defined gender roles within marriage and expected their wives to facilitate their happiness. Some accounts were laced with fantasy elements that would not look out of place in girls' magazines of the period: It has long been accepted that the British experience of the 1930s was far more complicated than earlier historiographical debate allowed, dominated as it was by a healthy versus hungry binary. 109 A view of the period as varied in complex and overlapping ways -politically, economically, culturally -now prevails with particular attention paid to heterogeneity of experience within social groups; several historians have complicated understandings of the era through a consideration of gender, for example. 110 Yet, as Lawrence has recently argued, although we know that many British workers did well in the 1930s, 'we have done too little to think through the implications for how we write the history of working-class life across the middle decades of the twentieth century'. He suggests that the concerns of interwar social inquiry, rightly dominated by the challenge of combatting the misery of poverty and chronic unemployment, have continued to contour studies of the period, encouraging a 'tendency to see social change from above rather than below -as a result of shifts in state policy, rather than as the product, at least in part, of democratic impulses from below, including rising expectations and subtle shifts in social norms.' 111 The use of autobiographical writing such as the Middlesbrough essays provides a way of exploring that social change from below, and of mapping those rising expectations and subtle shifts as they were being lived. In the boys' future fantasies, stable non-manual occupations sat alongside working-class cultural reference points, suggestive of a complexity of identity and experience more often ascribed to the postwar years.
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Children are largely omitted from characterisations of the interwar period, in which experienceeven in nuanced and sensitive readings -is largely assumed to have been determined by occupation. Children become much more central to the historical narrative only after 1939, due to wartime evacuation and the child-centred post-war settlement. 113 And yet a study of schoolchildren's future-writing has wider implications for the way in which we conceptualise 1930s
Britain. Matt Houlbrook has recently described the interwar period as 'a world in the remaking', but historians rarely look beyond the south east or the Midlands for evidence of that remaking. 114 The Middlesbrough working-and lower middle-class schoolchildren whose essays we have analysed here were active participants in this process. Having already secured the advantage of a secondary education -itself a symbol of rising expectations -the boys remained defiant in the face of the decade and location in which they were growing up, and were determined to exercise control over their future lives. Indeed, the assertiveness of their writing reminds us of the defiance of Bill Brandt's dancing girl, used to illustrate McKibbin's book on class referenced at the start of this article.
For some, of course, the war would indeed change everything. In December 1937, twelve-year-old Jack Ellis, one of the Middlesbrough essayists, fancied joining the army when he was older:
By chance the batch I happened to be in might be sent abroad (if anything important was happening) and there I might have some exciting adventures…When I join the army in about six years…it might be much better than now as the Government are spending a lot of money on the navy and the army. In the army I might have a chance of playing football and cricket for them against the navy…I might even rise to an officer or any other high place if I do anything worthy…I should like to travel in a boat round the world which the army sometimes do. There are plenty of medals which can be won in the army, one called the Victoria Cross. Middlesbrough civilians were killed over the course of the conflict.
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Yet in 1937, unaware of -or largely undeterred by -the looming threat of war, most of the boys dreamt of lives that would be long, fulfilling, domesticated, and happy. As one child put it:
I will apply for a job in an office. If I'm lucky I will start work about 9 o'clock in the morning and will be busy writing and taking messages out for the employer till 12 o'clock. This is dinner hour and at 1 o'clock I will be busy again till 5 o'clock. Then I will go home and have my tea. At 6 o'clock I will go to the cinema for pleasure. When I get back I will read a book till about 10 o'clock then I will have my supper and go to bed. On the weekend the office will close and I will walk to Ayresome Park to see Middlesbrough play football after the match I will go home switch on the wireless and listen to a music hall if there is one. I will go out and have a look round the shops. On Sunday I will buy papers and go back to bed at dinnertime and have my dinner and go for a walk in the park to pass the time away. That night I will go to bed. When I am 25 I will marry somebody and I hope to have some children. 
